

[image: cover]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
THE

LAST

LEGION

Chris Bunch

[image: ]
a division of F+W Media, Inc.


For
Don and Carol McQuinn
Megan Zusne and Gary Lothian
Jim Fiscus
Not to mention
The Real Ben Dilley
and
The Real Jordan Brooks


CHAPTER
1

Ross 248/Waughtal’s Planet/Primeport

The police sweeper drifted past the alleyway, white faces under helmets inside staring straight ahead, disinterested.

Baka, Njangu Yoshitaro thought. He peered after them, saw the red-banded gravsled lift over the dome where the street curved. Fools.

Njangu wore dark brown pants and tunic, and a roll-down mask on his head. He pulled it over his face, adjusted the eyeholes, and went out of the alley. The wide boulevard was deserted under the hissing lights. Some shop windows were dark, more were lit with posturing mannequins, furniture, tron gear that no one in Yoshitaro’s district of Dockside would ever own unless they stole it.

Njangu darted across the street to the steel-barred, blank doorway. The lock was a Ryart Mod 06. Not the hardest, not the easiest. Four numeric buttons. He would have three chances before the lock either set off an alarm or froze, depending on the store owner’s paranoia and budget.

Try easy. The factory setting was 4783. He tried it, nothing happened. The owner thinks he’s clever. But his salesmen open for him sometimes. Perhaps … the shop’s address was 213. Blank first, blank second? Most likely first.

He spun the dials, and the door clicked open.

Not that clever.

There were a dozen clear-topped cases in the thick-carpeted room. The half-sentient gems inside caught the light from the street, reflected it back in moving, kaleidoscopic splendor as they moved like jeweled snakes.

Njangu took a com from his pouch, touched a transmit button, held it down for a count of three, then a count of one, then three once more. Half a dozen shadows ran silently toward the shop’s yawning door.

Yoshitaro trotted out, not looking back. He’d see the others later, get his share.

He ran for three long blocks, then turned down a dark street. He stripped off his hood, gloves, stuffed them in his belt pouch. He was walking quickly now, nothing but a tall, slender young man, respectably dressed, out a bit late, eager to get home and to bed.

The first shot rang dully from behind him, from the boulevard, then another and a third. Someone screamed, someone shouted. A metallic hailer shouted orders, inaudible but official.

Shit!

Njangu unsnapped the belt pouch, and took out a leather-bound book. He resealed the pouch with his burglar’s tools, pitched it under a parked gravsled, and went on, strolling now, his Tao-te ching held in prominent view. The temple closed, what? An hour, no, an hour and a half ago. You missed the last trans, eh? Yes, and stopped at a vend for a snack. See, here’s the wrapper in my pocket. Good.

It had better be.

He made another ten blocks before the spotlight caught him halfway across the street, and the sweeper’s guns spat coiling rope. One straint caught him around the waist, the second pinned his arms, and he went down. He rolled to his side, saw legs coming toward him, the outline of a blaster.

“Do not move,” the voice said, hard, metallic, robotic. “You are being restrained by a member of the Commonweal police as being under suspicion and a possible threat to life and public safety. Any movement will be determined as life-threatening.”

He obeyed.

“Good. Don’t even breathe.” The voice became almost human. “Eh, Fran. We have him.”

Another set of black legs came out of the police sweeper.

A boot nudged Njangu onto his back, a beam swept his brown face.

One cop dragged the wiry young man to his feet by the straints. Yoshitaro was taller than either of the men.

“Guess you didn’t have squat to do with a little B & E back on Giesebechstrasse, eh? ‘Bout ten minutes gone?”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Njangu said.

“Yeh. Guess you don’t
 know anybody named Lo Chen, Peredur, or Huda, either? Among some of your o
ther friends we netted.”

Yoshitaro frowned, pretended thought, shook his head.

“Wonder if the eye we had floating got
 you?” one officer said gleefully. “Not that it
 matters, since we found this on you.”

He took a pocket-blaster from his boot.

“What were you going to do with it?”

“Never seen it before,” Njangu blurted, cursed silently for letting them draw him.

“You have now,” the second officer said. “It fell out of your waistband when we took you down. Bad charges, Yoshitaro. Violation of curfew, being outside your di
strict, possession of firearms, and I’m not sure but what you were trying to pull it on us.”

“He was, he was,” the other voice said. “I saw it clear.”

“Attempted murder, then. Guess 
that’ll be more than enough, eh?”

Njangu’s face was calm, blank.

The cop drove a fist into Yoshitaro’s stomach, pleasure-filled eyes never leaving his face. Njangu caved in, let himself fall forward, turning to take the fall on his shoulder. As he fell, his legs lashed out, sweeping across the cop’s calves. The cop screeched in pain and surprise, fell, his flash rolling away, sending swirls of light across the blank dark buildings around him.

Yoshitaro struggled to his knees, had one foot under him as the
 other cop came in, and Njangu saw the gloved fist smashing toward him.

Then nothing.

• • •

“It would seem,” the severe-faced woman said, “there’s little point in my recommending this matter be brought to trial.” She stared again at three screens whose display was hidden from Yoshitaro.

“All evidence appears in order, and your appointed defender advised he had nothing to offer on your behalf.”

Njangu’s bruised face was stone.

“You’ve had quite a career for someone just eighteen,” the woman went on. “I think it’s a blessing for the Commonweal you weren’t able to reach that pistol in time.”

She paused.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, Stef Yoshitaro?”

“I do not recognize that name any longer.”

“So I understand. Very well. Njangu Yoshitaro.”

“I don’t guess there’s any point in saying anything, is there?”

“Show proper respect for the court,” the heavyset bailiff rumbled.

The judge touched other sensors.

“A long and unattractive career,” she mused. “Beginning when you were just thirteen. What happened to you, Njangu? The file on your family shows no reason for you to be what you are.”

It wouldn’t. Mother never went out until the bruises went down, and Dad bought his synth all over the city or sometimes made his own. And Marita would never tell anyone about our fathers little nighttime visits. No. There’s no good reason for me to be anything but what I am.

“Very well. Do you have anything to say for yourself? Are there any mitigating factors? The charges are most serious, even setting aside the matter of the attempted robbery of Van Cleef’s with your fellow gang members. What I understand you hooligans call a clique.”

None you’d recognize.

“In consideration of your age,” the woman said, her voice formal, “I offer two options. The first, of course, is Conditioning.”

Condit? A voice inside your head until you died, telling you just what to do. No spitting on the sidewalk, Yoshitaro. No alk. No drugs. Work hard, Yoshitaro. Don’t criticize the Commonweal. Tell any policeman whatever he asks. A guaranteed job, dull eyes handling other people’s credits and never thinking for a minute of slipping a handful into your own pocket for fear of that hidden voice.

I don’t think so.

“The second is Transport for Life.”

It couldn’t be any harder on the prison planetoid than here in Primeport.

“You may have half an hour to reach a decision,” the woman said. “Bailiff, escort this man to the holding cell.”

The man came toward Njangu, but he was already on his feet.

“I know the way.”

“Wait!”

The judge was opening another screen.

“There is another alternative, Yoshitaro, which I’d momentarily forgotten,” she said. “We received a mandate a few days ago. Although I doubt if you’ll consider it for even a moment.”


CHAPTER
2

Capella/Centrum

Alban Corfi, Chief of Procurement, Undeveloped Worlds, Elis Sector, was a careful man. He read the entitlement twice before looking up and nodding at his superior, Procurement Head Pandur Meghavarna.

“Very unusual, sir,” he agreed. “This is the what … thirtieth request for reinforcement and logistics this Strike Force Swift Lance — pretentious name, that — out there on the thin edge of nowhere’s sent in this E-year?”

“Thirty-fourth, actually,” Meghavarna corrected.

“Something you might know, sir. All the others were spiked for lack of proper priority, unavailability of equipment, improper preparation of forms, and such. Why was this one not only allowed, but given a Beta priority?”

“An excellent question, Corfi, one which I attempted to find an answer to. I received none. Perhaps the Lords of the Confederation are practicing their capriciousness.”

“Very well, sir,” Corfi said, opening the file again. “So what exactly do these noble frontiersmen think the Confederation is oh-so-willing and unable to give them? As if we aren’t stretched to the limit and beyond already.

“Hmm. Six Nirvana-class P-boats with supply train … well, they’ll whistle through their ears before they get any of those. Every one on the assembly line is tabbed for the Riot Troops. Alpha priority.

“Thirty-five heavy lifters, capable of carrying ten K-tons or greater for one thousand kis or more … I seem to remember there’s some reconditioned items we could allow them.

“Assorted assault lifters, gunships, and so forth. Impossible, but with that curious Beta priority I suppose we’ll have to give them what they want.

“Various other small vehicles, weapons, not a problem, not a problem …

“Twenty of the Nana–class strike boats? How’d anyone that far in the outback even hear of those? They haven’t even been formally accepted by the Fleet. Beta priority, schmeta priority. I hardly think we need to worry ourselves — ”

“Look again,” his superior said. Corfi obeyed, and his eyebrows lifted a trifle. That item was marked, in tiny green script, Approved, R.E.

“Well,” Corfi said, ashamed at his momentary lapse. “So I was wrong. If He has approved the matter, it’s up to Him to justify that to his superiors.” He sniffed, clearly distancing himself from future blame.

“Seven hundred and fifty trained men. The men they can have, heavens knows we’ve got enough of them. Take a few thousand more out of the slums for all of me. But trained? Doesn’t he know there’s a peace on?”

Meghavarna let a smile come and go. “What about transport?”

“I’ve got the Malvern about through with her refit,” Corfi said. “Terrible waste of fuel and all, but with a skeleton crew …

“Yes, the Malvern. And we can transship in a cycle, perhaps two. Or as soon as they release those precious Nanas.”

“Good,” Meghavarna approved. “I assumed you could expedite the matter.” He rose. “I was a bit worried when your assistant told me you weren’t in yet, knowing you live out toward Bosham.”

“I didn’t even try to go home last night,” Corfi said. “Stayed at the club, so I wouldn’t get caught in the troubles.”

“What’re they wanting this time?” Meghavarna asked. “I don’t really keep up on civ doings.”

“Bread, no bread, too much bread, the wrong sort of bread, or something,” Corfi said indifferently. “Does it matter?”

“Not really.”

Corfi saluted perfunctorily, left Meghavarna’s office. He took the drop to the main floor where his bodyguards waited, then rode the slideway for half a mile to his offices.

He decided he’d handpick the Malvern’s crew using his man in BuPers. That couldn’t rebound on him, no matter what happened, since no one with sense concerned themselves with who went where in Transportation Division.

A nice obedient crew … then he’d bounce the Malvern once, maybe twice, in various “directions” before he jumped it toward its final destination through Larix/Kura. That should keep his boots clean.

Corfi reached his office, told his bodyguards to take a break — he wouldn’t be needing them for an hour or so. Corfi neatly hung his body-armored overtunic on an antique wall rack, unlocked his safe, and removed the cleaner. He swept the office, found nothing more than the two standard bugs feeding prerecorded pap to Security, and keyed the vid to his assistant’s line. Corfi gave the man some meaningless orders, while he checked the line with the cleaner. Still clean. He touched sensors.

The screen cleared, and he was looking at a tiny garden. Curled on its synthetic moss was a young woman, barely more than a girl. She was naked, and her ash-blondness was natural.

“Hi, darl,” she said throatily.

Corfi grinned. “Suppose I was the bloc monitor?”

“He doesn’t have my code,” she said. “I didn’t expect to hear from you until tomorrow. I thought you were seeing the wife-o tonight.”

“I was,” Corfi said. “But seeing you like you are … I guess those damned riots’ll keep me at the office another night.”

“Pity,” the woman said. “I’ll be ready.”

“You can be more than ready,” Corfi said. “Remember that bracelet you were looking at?”

“Ooo.”

“Suddenly we can afford it.”

The girl squealed in delight.

“I thought that’d make you happy,” Corfi said.

“Oh, I am, I am, darl. Hurry home, so I can show you just how happy I am.” She parted her thighs slightly, caressed herself.

“Got to go now,” Corfi said, realizing he was having a bit of trouble breathing. “I’ve got some work to take care of.”

The girl smiled, and the screen blanked.

Corfi waited until he calmed, then touched sensors once more. The screen blurred, became blank green. Again he keyed numbers, and the same thing happened. At the third screen he input letters and numbers he’d memorized several years ago, touched the SEND sensor. The transmission would be bounced at least a dozen times before it reached Larix.

As soon as he’d finished the final group, he broke contact, and, once again, checked for a bug. Still nothing.

Alban Corfi, soon to be somewhat richer, was a very careful man.


CHAPTER
3

Altair/Klesura/Happy Vale

Tweg Mik Kerle stared glumly out at perfection. Utterly blue sky. Sky, even if it was a little reddish, beautiful, with a scattering of clouds. A spring breeze filtered through the open door, and Kerle smelled flowers, fresh hay, and, from somewhere, a woman’s perfume.

He heard the tinkle of her laughter and snarled.

Perfection all around, and he was supposed to recruit for the Confederation’s Army. Why would anyone here want to enlist and go wallow through the mud on some armpit world where people were actively trying to kill her? Leave a place where everyone seemed to know his place and, worse yet, like it? A place where all the women were gorgeous and happy, and the men stalwart and good-tempered?

Like that oaf looking in the window at Kerle’s carefully spread-out exhibits. Here a tiny uniformed tweg ordered her twenty soldiers through a fascinating confidence course, there a cent was receiving a medal from his caud, while his hundred stood in stiff ranks behind, and in the center three strikers busied themselves learning some sort of electron-trade. He’d gape at the tiny mannequins, then guffaw and go harvest his turnips or whatever he harvested.

Kerle moaned, still looking at the bumpkin. Tall, almost two meters. Well-built. Good muscles. Blond. Human to the nth classification. Handsome, the sort men would follow anywhere, given a few years seasoning. A recruiting poster sort of yokel. Don’t walk away, boy. Come on through those doors and help a poor tired tweg make his quota.

Kerle goggled. The yokel was walking through the door.

The recruiter came to his feet, beaming, well-rehearsed camaraderie in gear, while the back of his brain told him the young man had no doubt just slipped away from the nearest home for the terminally confused.

“Good aft, friend.”

“ ‘Day,” the young man said. “I’m interested in joining up.”

“Well, this is certainly the place,” Kerle said. “And you’ll never regret it if you do. The Confederation needs good men, and will make you proud you decided to serve your government.”

“What I’m really interested in is travel.”

“Then the Confederation is your ticket. I’ve seen twenty, thirty worlds, and I’ve only been in ten years, made tweg in the first four, and should be up for senior tweg when the next promotion list comes out,” Kerle said. “Not that you have to enlist for that long. Standard term is only four Earth-years.”

“Reasonable,” Garvin Jaansma said. “Gives everyone a chance to see if they get along.”

“Any particular trade or skill you’d be interested in?”

“I’m not much on working inside. Prefer to be outdoors if I can. What about that?” The young man was pointing at a small model of an assault lifter. Kerle picked it up.

“That’s a Grierson. Used in Armored Infantry. The Grierson’s the standard assault vehicle, called an Aerial Combat Vehicle, an ACV. Carries two attack teams. Chainguns here and here. Rocket pod here. There’s a whole lot of different configurations. Ultrareliable. Dual antigrav units under here, give it about a thousand meters overground lift. We use it for patrols, or attack. In the assault it’d be backed up with heavy lifters, gunships like that model of a Zhukov there, and of course there’d be other assault lifters with it. You can even modify it into an in-system spaceship. You could command one of these in a year, maybe less. Five million credits the Confederation’d trust you with. Plus twenty men’s lives, which is the real price. Not many jobs give someone your age that kind of responsibility,” Kerle said, sounding truly impressed.

“Sounds interesting,” Jaansma said.

“A couple of things first,” Kerle said, toes curling inside his mirror-bright boots, anticipating the bad news. “Have you talked to your family about this?”

“They don’t mind,” Jaansma said. “Whatever I think is best for me they’ll go along with. Anyway, I’m eighteen, so it’s my decision, isn’t it?”

“The first big one you can make,” Kerle agreed. “Another question. I don’t suppose you’ve had any trouble with the authorities?”

“None at all.” The answer came quickly.

“You’re sure? Not even a joyriding or maybe a fight or two, or getting caught with alk or a snort? If it’s minor, we can generally get clearance.”

“Nothing whatsoever.”

The young man’s smile was open, sincere.


CHAPTER
4

Capella/Centrum

The Malvern bulged far overhead, dwarfing the line of men trudging toward its gangway. Garvin Jaansma gaped upward.

“Move along, dungboot,” a cadreman snapped. “The Confederation don’t want you to break your neck before you even get trained.”

“Good advice, Finf,” a voice grated, “you being the experienced star-rover and all. I’m surely admiring all your decorations and such.”

The junior noncom flushed. His uniform breast was as slick as his shaven head. “Quiet, you.”

The man who’d spoken stared hard, and the finf flinched back as if he’d been struck.

“Keep on moving,” he muttered, and scurried away.

The man was big in any direction, not fat, but heavy, solid. His face was set in a perpetual scowl under his forward-combed, thinning black hair. A scar ran down one cheek and faded out in the middle of his thick neck. He appeared to be in his early thirties. He wore unshined half boots, heavy black canvas dungarees, a green tunic that would have been expensive new, sometime ago, and had a small, battered bag at his feet. There was a military-looking stencil on it: KIPCHAK, PETR.

He eyed Jaansma and the recruit beside him, snorted, and turned away.

“I want to learn how to do that,” the other recruit said in a low voice.

“Do what?”

“Melt ‘em with a look like that guy did. Cheaper’n a blaster and not nearly as convictable.”

Garvin extended his hand, palm up, and the other man repeated the greeting.

“Garvin Jaansma.”

“Njangu Yoshitaro.”

Garvin considered the other young man, who was about his age and height, dark-skinned with close-cropped black hair and Asiatic features. He wore charcoal trousers and a pale green shirt. Both fit poorly and looked cheap. He had a collarless windbreaker over his shoulder. Yoshitaro reminded Jaansma of an alert fox or hoonsmeer.

“Did anybody say where we’re going?” he asked.

“Of course not,” Njangu said. “Recruit scum don’t get told shit ‘til they have to know it, which I guess’ll be whenever we get where we’re going.”

“What about training?” Jaansma said. “I enlisted for Armor, and so far all I’ve done is polish toilets.”

The older man turned back.

“And that’s all you’ll do ‘til you get to your parent unit. The Confederation’s got a new policy. They ship your young ass to your home regiment, and let them whip you into shape.”

“That isn’t the way it is in the holos,” Njangu said.

“Damn little is,” the man said. “It’s ‘cause the Confederation’s falling apart, and they don’t have time or money to take care of the little things like they used to.”

“Falling apart?” Garvin said incredulously. “Come on!”

Garvin had seen troubles in his wanderings, but the Confederation itself in trouble? That was like saying the stars were burning out tomorrow, or night might not follow day. The Confederation had existed for more than a thousand years, and would no doubt exist for another ten thousand.

“I spoke clearly,” Kipchak said. “Falling apart. The reason you don’t see it is because you’re right at the center of things. You think an ant knows somebody’s about to dump boiling water on its nest? Or a wygor ever realizes what the skinner wants?”

Neither young man understood the references.

“What do you think all the riots are about?” he went on.

“What riots?”

“You didn’t watch any ‘casts while you were farting around in the ‘cruit barracks?”

“Uh … no,” Yoshitaro said. “I don’t pay much attention to the news.”

“Better start. A good holo-flash’ll generally clue you how deep the shit is you’re about to get tossed into, and maybe even give you time to pack hip boots.

“People are rioting, tearing things up because they can’t get things. Centrum being a high-class admin center, nobody bothers to grow anything. Which means everything from biscuits to buttwipe gets shipped in, not produced locally. Since the system’s showing cracks, sometimes those shipments don’t get here in time for dinner.

“It’s real hard to accept you’re on the greatest planet in the universe, like the holos say, if you can’t afford beans and bacon.”

“How come you know so much, anyway?” Njangu said, just a bit billigerently.

This time the look came at him. But he didn’t quail. Kipchak let his glower fade down.

“ ‘Cause I pay attention,” he said. “Something you better learn. For instance, I could tell you where we’re going, what unit we’re headed for, and even what the pol/sci setup is there. If I wanted to. Which I don’t, much.” Perhaps he was about to add more, but they’d reached the ship’s gangway.

“Your name and home world,” a synthed voice intoned.

“Petr Kipchak,” he growled. “Centrum, when it suits me.”

“Noted,” the robot said. “Compartment sixteen. Take any bunk. Next.”

And the huge Malvern swallowed them.

• • •

The compartment stretched into dimness. It was filled with endless four-high rows of bunks, with small lockers under the bottom one, and, like the rest of the ship, was spotless and smelled of fresh paint. Fresh paint and an incongruous odor of dust, as if the Malvern was an antique.

The recruits were ordered by a harried-looking crewman to strap down in their bunks and stand by for lift.

The Malvern came alive, a deep hum reverberating through every deck. The deck speaker said, “Stand by.” The hum grew deeper until it made your bones sing, and the Malvern shuddered.

“Are we in space?” Njangu asked.

“I think so, but — ”

The speaker interrupted Garvin, and said, “Stand by for jump,” and moments later the slight nausea, disorientation came, and they were in stardrive. They waited to see what would happen next, but, characteristic of space travel, nothing did.

“Let’s go see what there’s to see,” Garvin said, unstrapping.

“I thought we’d be in zero gravity,” Njangu complained.

“Be grateful we’re not,” Garvin said. “Lots of people’s stomachs would be real unhappy, and I don’t get my thrills swabbing up puke in midair.”

“Oh yeh?” Njangu said. “You been out before?” The phrase, heard on holos, rang tastily on his tongue.

Garvin smiled, shrugged, and led the way out of the compartment.

There wasn’t much to see. More crew bays, deserted assembly areas, long corridors looking like the one they’d just left. There weren’t any viewports, even on the outer decks, and neither Njangu nor Garvin could figure out how to operate the occasional screen they came upon.

Njangu stopped atone compartment hatch labeled LIBRARY.

“Let’s go educate ourselves, like that goon told us we were supposed to do.”

Low tables lined the walls, with screens and keypads at regular intervals. Njangu sat behind one, touched a key. The screen lit:

ENTER REQUEST

“What?”

“Try, uh, destination,” Jaansma suggested.

Yoshitaro touched keys.

THAT IS NOT A PERMITTED REQUEST. TRY AGAIN.

“What about where we’ve been? Do what Scarface suggested and see what the holos say about riots.”

“ ’Kay.”

A line scrolled across the screen: BASHEES NG, SERMON CON-FED PUNDITS.

“Huh?”

Another line: BOSHAM RADS 4 STUN; then a third: LOK BLOOIES TURN WUNKIES BAK, 32 BAGGED, 170 INJ.

“I’m getting the feeling I don’t speak Confederation,” Njangu said.

“Guess the journohs have their own shorthand, maybe?”

A rather voluptuous young woman smiled out. She wore nothing at all. Another line scrolled: PROKKY SEZ WORRY NU, SPORTY ALWAYS.

“Well good for ol’ Prokky,” Garvin said. “I’d sure sporty with her.”

“Wonder if we’ll find something like her where we’re going,” Yoshitaro said.

“If we do, she’ll be officers only,” Garvin said. “The hell with it. Let’s get eddicated later.”

A crewman hurrying past spotted them.

“You two.”

They stopped.

“What’re you doing outside your compartment?”

“Nobody said we couldn’t,” Jaansma said.

“Nobody said you could, either,” the sailor snapped. “And I just happen to need two servers in the mess hall. Let’s go.”

Without waiting for a response, he turned and went back down the corridor, obviously expecting them to follow. Njangu and Garvin glanced at each other, then obeyed.

“What is this?” Jaansma said. “Everything not ordered is forbidden?”

“I think we’re starting to understand things,” Njangu said wryly.

• • •

On the third ship-day, they were ordered to pack their civilian clothes and issued gray tunics and pants, and soft-soled boots that strapped at the ankles. There were no patches, no insignia, not even name tags.

“We look like damned prisoners,” Garvin said.

“No we don’t,” Njangu disagreed. “Prisoners wear red.”

“Thank you for the educational information, sir.”

“Quite welcome.”

“By the way,” Garvin said carefully, “that outfit you were wearing?”

“Yeh?” Yoshitaro’s voice was flat.

“You, uh, don’t look like the sort who’d wear something like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“You look like you’d thread a little better style.”

“I would. I did. But I didn’t have any choice. Somebody bought my outfit before I shipped out,” Njangu said. His expression didn’t encourage Garvin to ask more.

• • •

The ship schedule was simple: Stand in line to eat, exercise, stand in line to eat again, eat, try to find somebody to talk to or game with, stand in line to eat, eat, sleep … and the days ground past.

Petr Kipchak had a bunk at the far end of the compartment, but he was uninterested in making friends. He was either in a rec area, working out on the weight machines for endless hours, or in his bunk, reading a disk, completely engrossed.

• • •

“Dunno if I agree with this monosexual ‘freshing,” Njangu muttered.

“Why not?”

“Liable to give some of us ideas.”

“Naah,” Garvin said. “They put something in the food to keep it from happening.”

“Hey,” Yoshitaro said. “You’re right. I haven’t had a hard since we’ve been shipboard!”

“See? Just listen to Uncle Garvin, and you’ll know everything in time.”

• • •

“Allah with a yo-yo,” the recruit named Maev gasped. “You won’t believe this.”

“What?” Garvin and Njangu rolled out of their bunks.

“C’mon. You’ve got to see it.” Maev beckoned them to the refresher, which was nearly full of men and women getting ready for the third-meal.

She pointed to one shower cubicle, large enough for a dozen people. But there was only one in it — Petr Kipchak, who appeared oblivious to their attention.

Garvin was about to ask what was so special, when he saw.

Kipchak was busily washing his genitalia with one of the stiff nylon brushes they used to scrub the shower walls and singing loudly off key.

“Good flippin’ gods!” Garvin blurted, and the three retreated as Kipchak raised his head.

“What the hell … th’ bastard’s mental!” Maev said.

Njangu was about to agree, then realized — as he’d ducked back around the corner, he’d seen something very much like a smile on the burly man’s face. One way to have a little privacy, he thought, and hid his amusement.

• • •

Garvin was awakened by a series of double-dings he’d learned told the time to the Malvern’s crew. It was deep in the ship’s sleep cycle, and there were snores, some light, some hearty, around the compartment.

It was dark except for the dull red ready lights on the bulkheads, and, at the end of the room, white light from the refresher.

He sleepily decided he was thirsty and padded into the refresher.

It was deserted but for four men, two women. One woman stood by the hatchway on lookout, the other five sat or squatted around two blankets spread on the plas-slotted deck. All were older recruits. One was Petr Kipchak.

There were money and cards on the blankets. Kipchak had only a few bills and some coins, while the dealer had a wad of currency from a dozen worlds.

The five eyed Garvin. But he showed no particular interest, and went to the urinal. His expression flickered suddenly as he watched the game out of the corner of his eye, then became calm, innocent once more.

He finished, drank water from a tap, walked back by the game. One man, the dealer, a heavyset, balding man, looked up.

“Go to bed, sonny. This is way over your head.”

“Children’s money’s not good, huh?” Garvin asked.

The dealer started to snap, then smiled, a rather nasty smirk. He evaluated Jaansma, absently twisting a large silver ring on his left hand back and forth. Finally, he said, “You wanna get burned, it’s your business. I got no objections. Anybody else?”

Kipchak seemed about to say something, then shook his head. The others shrugged or nodded as well.

“Table stakes, so you best be ready for some hard ridin', troop, and no sinvelin’ when we wipe you out,” the dealer said. “Go get your stash.”

Garvin went to his bunk, spun the combination wheels on his small carryall, took out a pair of socks. Inside was a thick roll of bills. He dressed hurriedly, making sure his boots were carefully strapped.

Njangu’s eyes were open. “What’s going on?”

“There’s a game back in the refresher. Thought I’d get in it.”

“Didn’t think you were a gambler.”

“I’m not.” Jaansma hesitated. “And neither is the guy with the cards. He’s a mechanic.”

Njangu sat up. “What’re you gonna do about it?”

“Make me some money.”

“Be careful.”

“I’m always …” Jaansma broke off, thought a minute. “You want in on the action?”

“I don’t play cards.”

“You don’t have to. Look, I just got an idea that’ll make for a lot of fun for everybody.”

Garvin spoke in low, quick tones. Njangu frowned, then started grinning.

“One question,” he said. “Why’re we doing this? It could mean trouble.”

“Didn’t you just answer your own question?”

“Maybe I did,” Yoshitaro said. “Sure. We can do it like that.”

Jaansma peeled some bills from the roll.

“Here. Give me, oh, fifteen minutes.”

• • •

Garvin curled the five cards in his hand, examined them. Not good, not bad. This was the fourth hand he’d played. He’d dropped out of two, bet on one and lost.

“Ten credits to play,” the woman said, and tossed a bill into the center of the blanket.

Garvin tossed two coins on top of the ante, and other notes followed. Three players, including Kipchak, stayed in.

“Go ahead, kid,” the dealer said. “You’re off.”

“I take one,” Jaansma said, discarding and taking a single card from the five-card widow, and the dealer replaced it from the deck in his hand.

“No help,” he sighed, and tossed his hand into the discards.

Betting went around twice, and Kipchak took the small pot.

The dealer was shuffling when Yoshitaro slipped in. “Hey, Kipchak,” Njangu said. “I’ve got the money I owe you. Found a dice game yesterday.”

Petr blinked, looked hard at Njangu, was about to say something. Yoshitaro moved his head slightly up, down.

“Oh. Yeah. Hold my place.” Kipchak got up.

“I got it in my bag,” Njangu said, and the two went out.

Another hand was dealt, and the dealer won.

Petr and Njangu came back in. Kipchak’s face was dark, stormy, then calmed. He sat down, and Njangu leaned against a bulkhead, not far from the lookout, someone who couldn’t sleep and was boredly kibitzing.

The game went on for another hour. Garvin noted that one man licked his lips when he was bluffing, the woman pulled absently at a lock of her hair when she had a strong hand, other traits. But mostly he watched the dealer. The luck went back and forth, but the credits slowly and steadily flowed toward the heavy man with the ring.

Finally Garvin stretched his legs, and happened to tap Petr with his toe.

“ ‘Scuse me,” he said. Kipchak didn’t answer.

“Wisht we had some quill,” a man grumbled. “Losin’ like I’m doin’ is easier if you’re not too sober.”

The dealer swept up the cards, shuffled them hastily.

“Mind if I cut?” Jaansma said.

“No,” the dealer said shortly. “You’re right.” He set the deck down on the blanket.

“Deep and weep, thin and win,” somebody intoned.

Garvin picked up the deck in one hand, cut it smoothly. The dealer looked at him carefully, took the deck, and cards flicked out.

It was quiet in the refresher except for the soft whine of the conditioner fans, and the snap of the cards being dealt, the sound a bit louder than it might’ve been.

The dealer’s lips quirked when he picked up his hand. “This one’s got to be expensive,” he announced. He picked up bills. “One hundred even to see if I’m braggin'.”

“I’ll play,” Kipchak said, and put most of his small reserve in the pot.

“Me too,” Garvin agreed.

Two others stayed, two tossed in their hands.

“I’m taking two cards,” Jaansma said, and his hand passed over the widow as he discarded. His expression didn’t change when he picked up the new cards.

“Dealer takes one.”

“I’ll fly these,” Kipchak said, and stood pat.

The woman took two, the remaining man three.

“Another hundred,” the dealer said.

The woman dropped out, the remaining man increased the bet.

“I think I’m lucky,” Jaansma said. “Up two hundred.”

“And a hundred back at you,” Petr said.

“Like I said, expensive,” the dealer said. “ ‘Sides, it’s getting late. Don’t want to spoil my complexion with late hours.” He counted. “Up five … six hundred.”

“The kid’s going to be foolish,” Garvin said, and peeled bills into the stack. “And up two hundred on you.”

“I’m short,” Petr said.

“No problem,” Njangu said, coming away from the bulkhead and taking notes from his pocket. “Your credit’s good.”

“Thanks.”

The dealer laughed unpleasantly. “I think I’m gonna sleep real, real good.” He flipped his hand onto the table. All five were of a single color.

“Guess that does it,” and he reached for the money. “High to the Protector.”

“Not quite.” And Petr slowly tossed cards faceup on the blanket. “Ruler … Ruler … Ruler … Ruler … and the Alien for a fifth.”

The dealer’s eyes went wide. “You weren’t — ” and his hand went for his back pocket.

“Rube!” Garvin snapped, coming to his feet.

Light glinted as a tiny steel dart flickered across the blanket, buried itself in the dealer’s forearm. He yelped, and blood spurted.

The lookout came forward, a short length of pipe appearing in her hand. Njangu sidestepped into her, and snapped a backhand strike into her temple. She tumbled across a player, lay still.

Another man was getting up, and Garvin drove a punch into his solar plexus, then smashed the back of his hand into the man’s skull, and he went down.

The dealer stared at his blood-runneling arm, the knife still buried near his elbow. Petr pulled the dart free, and again the man screeched.

The other players were motionless, arms raised to their shoulders, fingers splayed.

Yoshitaro glanced into the troop bay. “Nobody heard anything,” he reported.

Peter wiped the tiny knife clean, made it vanish. “Don’t like cheaters,” he said. “Maybe I oughta slice your tendons for you. Play hell with your card game.”

The dealer moaned, shook his head pleadingly.

“You people see anything tonight, or did you go to bed early?” Kipchak asked.

Heads were vigorously shaken.

The lookout got to her knees, coughed, and threw up. She staggered toward a toilet. The man Garvin had hit lay motionless.

“You kill him?” Petr asked, not sounding worried.

“No,” Jaansma said. “He’ll wake up in an hour, and be sick like she is, but nothing lasting.”

“Good. We don’t need any courts-martial,” Petr said. “Now, isn’t it bedtime for you folks?”

The players hurried out.

Petr pulled the dealer to his feet. “You go on sick call, and swear you slipped and fell against a hatch dog. Got it? Anything different, and there’ll be two witnesses who’ll call you liar when we get to D-Cumbre.

“And then you’d better grow eyes in the back of your head, which I understand makes a feller nervous after a while.”

“Nothin’ happened,” the dealer babbled. “It’s like you said. I swear, I swear.”

“Good. Here. Take this towel and go find a medic.”

“Not quite yet,” Garvin said. “For there’s still a lesson to be learned before we offer our final benedictions.” He spoke in measured, liturgical tones. “My man here has not yet learned how we discovered his villainy, and perhaps he could benefit from that information.”

“Don’t tell the bastard,” Kipchak said. “Then he’ll do better next time, and rook another set of fools.”

“Not to worry,” Jaansma said lightly. “For knaves such as he, there’s never a lesson to be learned until the final one.

“I first noted this man because of the sound. Sound, you say, looking puzzled. Yes, sound,” he went on pedantically, “for when a man is dealing seconds, that is dealing the second card instead of the top card of the deck, there’s a certain sinful sibilance to be sensed.” He picked up the scattered cards, reassembled them.

“Listen, and you, too, shall be enlightened. Note how I hold this deck of cards, and observe well, as I hold this top card in place with the thumb of my left hand, and flick out the second card with my index finger and thumb of my right, there’s a certain noise to be apprehended. Yes?

“Now, my second clue was that obnoxious silver ring the wastrel wears.”

He grabbed the dealer’s left hand, and pulled the ring from his finger.

“Notice, it doesn’t even fit properly, which would suggest he acquired it from some equally devious sort before we lifted. I noted he was not only turning it about his finger, but incessantly polishing it. So when he held the deck in his right hand, waving it about, like so, he could push out the top card a bit, see by its reflection if it was of interest, and then retain it by dealing seconds until he wished to possess it.

“The lookout was in on the graft certainly, and the mark I dropped might’ve been. Or maybe not,” Jaansma said indifferently.

“Maybe we ought to break this guy’s thumbs,” Njangu said.

“We could do that,” Jaansma said, and the dealer moaned again. “He’s truly a malicious miscreant motivated into mopery by moroseness. But it might be as devastating for me to show him something.

“Look, you. You think you’re a shark, eh? Or some other equally predatory creature. But you should learn there are always bigger sharks in any ocean.

“Observe. I take the deck, and shuffle it once. You saw, heard, nothing untoward?

“But watch. I will deal the top five cards.”

Each card snapped as it came off the deck.

“Protector … Protector … Protector … Protector … kicker. Not at all a bad hand. But I shuffle it once more. Now the top five cards are Companion … Companion … Companion … Companion and a ten. A better hand. You would be inclined to bet such a hand like that hard, wouldn’t you?

“You don’t have to answer. But here is the hand I happen to draw.” Five more cards snapped off the deck. “Nova … Nova … Nova … Nova … and how did that Alien show up once again? I thought it was in the last hand.

“You see? But of course you don’t.” Jaansma’s tone went back to normal. “He’s yours, Kipchak.”

“Go on, get!” Petr snapped, and the dealer half ran out of the compartment, clutching the blood-soaked towel.

“Gamblin’ll be the death of me,” Kipchak said. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“No problem,” Jaansma said.

“Why’d you get involved?”

“Because,” Garvin said, “of my deep abiding love for Truth, Justice, and the Confederation Way.”

Njangu snorted.

“All right,” Kipchak said. “Another question. There was a little blood got spilled tonight. Neither one of you seemed real bothered by it. That ain’t like most ‘cruits I’ve met.”

Both young men looked at Kipchak, and their expressions wore the same amount of utter innocence.

“Mary on a pong-stick,” Kipchak swore. “You two could be brothers.”

• • •

“My turn,” Yoshitaro said. “Where’d you learn to spot somebody cheating like that?”

“I read about it in a book somewhere.”

“The same place you learned to deal like you did?”

“That’s right.”

“What about the fancy talking? You sound like a god-shouter, or some kind of circus hustler.”

“That’s what I am,” Garvin said. “I’ve secretly enlisted in the Confederation to bring sinners into the welcoming hand of the Lord Pigsny.”

“Never heard of him.”

“That’s why I became a missionary. Our sect isn’t doing very well.”

“Do you ever give a straight answer to anything?” Yoshitaro asked in disgust. “Like who was this Rube you were shouting to when the fighting started?”

After a moment, a low, sincere snore answered him.

• • •

Petr stopped them the next “morning.”

“Wanted to thank you two clowns,” he said. “I would’ve chased every last credit down that rathole if you hadn’t gotten interested.”

“Forget about it,” Jaansma said. “I was having trouble sleeping.”

“Yeh,” Kipchak said. “Anyway, I owe you.”

He didn’t wait for a response, but pushed away through the crowd.

“So now we’ve got a debt of honor with Scarf ace,” Garvin said. “Whoopie.”

“Don’t slam it,” Njangu said. “We might need a throat slit someday.”

• • •

The Malvern came out of N-space, and its nav-computer checked its position. It was on course.

A few minutes later, it shimmered and vanished on its next-to-last jump before the Cumbre system.

• • •

“ ’Kay,” Petr said. “Our destination’s D-Cumbre. It’s a Confederation World, has a Planetary Government — a governor general plus some kind of council to advise him. Probably all the crooks with old money.”

“What’s our unit?”

“It’s supposed to be about ten thousand men. Called Strike Force Swift Lance.” Petr shrugged. “Officers like flash names.

“Our caud’s somebody named Williams. Couldn’t find anything out about him.

“The unit’s assigned mission is keeping the peace.”

“Against who?” Njangu asked.

“It seems to be a little complicated,” Kipchak said. “D-Cumbre’s geetus is in mining another world. C-Cumbre, as I recall. The pick-swingers mostly come from a whole group of immigrants called ’Raum.” He gargled the initial consonant. “Spelled with a single mark in front, so you can tell it ain’t pronounced like real people talk.

“The ’Raum came to C-Cumbre a few hundred years ago, my man told me. Believed they oughta own the universe. Instead, they’re doon th’ mine, like they say, which is where most fanatics belong, working for the smarter crooks who got there first.

“Guess some of ‘em don’t like the swing of things, so they’re running up and down in the hills playing bandit and snipin’ anybody who doesn’t agree with ‘em.

“That’ll be one of our targets, I s’pose.”

“How do we tell them apart from the people we’re defending?” Garvin asked.

“Hopefully because they’re shooting at our young asses,” Kipchak answered. “But they’re supposed to be shorter, stockier, darker and, according to those who call themselves their betters, with all the bad habits anybody who’s unlucky enough to be dealt the bottom card has.

“Anyway, the big squeaker is the mines are worked both by men and by Musth.”

“What’re they?” Njangu asked. “I never paid much attention to aliens. Never saw one to steal something from, I guess.”

“Big tall creatures,” Garvin said. “I saw a holo on them. They look like big, skinny cats walking on two legs. Got a long neck, as I recall, and moved real fast. They looked like they could be bad news in a fight.”

“That’s them,” Petr agreed. “They’re supposed to be as touchy as a whore the night before the troops get paid. I’ve never been around ‘em, but a mate of mine has, and he said they’re real quick to get nasty.

“Anyway, that’s about all I know.”

“Can I ask you something?” Njangu said.

“I said I owe you.”

“You’ve been in the service before?”

“Yeh. I join up, get pissed off, get out, can’t stand the way civilians piddle around, join up again … guess I oughta go one or the other,” Kipchak sighed. “Tried settlin’ down once or twice, but it didn’t stick.

“Maybe this time I’ll just stay in.”

“What … I don’t know what to call it exactly, what branch do you generally serve with?” Yoshitaro asked.

“There’s only one to think about, far as I’m concerned. Intelligence an’ Recon. Snoopin’ and poopin', we call it. Prob’ly be some of my mates from other times there. I&R’s a small world, because most soldiers think we’re brain-dead and suicidal.

“You operate by yourself or with a small team, so any ambush you end up in’s your own fault, instead of stumbling along with a turd of hurtles like a common footso’jer does, or zooming into a hot landing zone with every other squid in a Strike Force.

“Still not a bad way to get killed, though. If I had a brain, I’d prob’ly go for Supply or Cooking.

“Appears Ma Kipchak raised herself a rock-solid fool.”

• • •

“Say, Njangu?”

Yoshitaro looked up from the disk he was reading. It was Maev.

“Ye-up?”

“I’ve got a problem with my bunk chain,” she said. “Damned thing’s got a kink, and I keep hitting it with my head. Could you see if you could yank it out or something?”

“Sure.” Njangu slid out of his bunk and followed the small redhead.

Petr and Garvin sat cross-legged on Kipchak’s bunk, a small magnetic chessboard between them. Njangu grinned as he went by.

“Hmm,” Garvin said. “White Queen takes Black Rook, I suspect.”

“What’re you talkin’ about?” Kipchak demanded. “Your queen’s not even close to my castle.”

“Never mind, never mind.”

• • •

Something woke Njangu. It took a minute for him to realize where he was. Maev was lying on the inside of the bunk, half-smiling in her dream. Her hand was between Yoshitaro’s thighs. Her hair was very dark in the ready lights.

Neither of them had bothered with the third-meal, and had eventually fallen asleep from pure exhaustion.

Njangu felt himself stir, ran a finger down her sleek side, and caressed her thighs. Without waking, she lifted her leg, half rolled onto her back.

The loudspeaker blared: “All hands … all hands … report to your Emergency Positions.”

Njangu was out of the bunk, grabbing for his clothes.

Maev blinked sleepily. “What’s going on?”

“Hell if I know. But we better get back with the others.”

She dressed hastily.

• • •

“All hands … all hands. Stand by to be boarded. Warning. Do not make any attempt to resist. I say again, do not make any attempt to resist.”

“You got any idea what’s going on?” Yoshitaro asked.

Garvin shook his head.

“We’re still in stardrive, aren’t we?”

“Yeh.”

“How could anybody … another ship … get this close to us?” Yoshitaro wondered. Jaansma shook his head again.

“They could if they had a tracker waiting for us in N-space,” Kipchak said grimly. “Or if they had our plot.”

“What does that mean?” Njangu asked.

“It means it ain’t gonna be good,” Kipchak said. “Especially with that bit about not resisting.”

The Malvern shuddered. “Somebody comin’ alongside,” Kipchak said. “Not a bad trick in N-space. Damned near impossible unless you’ve got somebody on the bridge cooperating.”

“What’s this about no resistance?” Jaansma said. “Pirates?”

“Shee-yit,” Petr said. “There ain’t no such thing as pirates.”

“Then why’d they tell us not to resist? We … the Confederation isn’t at war with anybody, is it?”

“Not as far as I know.”

“Then what — ”

“Shut up. If I knew something, I’d tell you.” Kipchak snapped.

They waited for almost an hour. Normal lighting came on, and the ready lights dimmed.

“All military trainees,” the speaker said. “Stand by for assembly. Secure all possessions and obey the orders of the men who will enter your compartments. You have nothing to fear if you obey absolutely.

“Any resistance will be met with the most extreme measures.”

The troop bay was loud with questions and no answers.

Sudden silence, as the hatches at the far end of the bay slammed open. Two men entered the compartment. They wore spacesuits with open faceplates and held heavy blasters at port arms. They moved to either side of the door, froze.

A third man entered. He was tall, clean-shaven and white-blond. Like the others, he wore a dark spacesuit with no emblems, and had removed his helmet. There was a blaster holstered at his side.

“All right.” The voice boomed, and Garvin jumped until he realized the man had a portable loudspeaker mounted on his suit. “This ship has been seized by lawful authority. All of you men and women are to consider yourselves prisoners. At the proper time you will be given an opportunity to redeem yourselves.

“Do not make any attempt at resistance, or you will be shot. You will not be harmed if you cooperate, and in fact could be richly rewarded in the future.

“Just remember — do what you’re told, when you’re told to do it, and you’ll be all right.

“Disobey and die. Now, stand by for further instructions.”

The blond disappeared.

“Oh shit-oh-reilly,” Kipchak murmured. “We’re in for it.”

“Why?” Yoshitaro asked. “What in the hell’s happening?”

“You remember how I said I&R’s a real small world? I know that bastard. Name’s Celidon, and he’s a proper shit. Kill you in a Vegan instant if you screw up.”

“I don’t get it,” Garvin said. “Why the hell should the Confederation highjack one of its own ships?”

“He isn’t Confederation,” Petr said. “Not anymore. He’s freelance. Has been since they booted him out. I heard he was working for some Protector on … Larnyx … no. Larix. Double name. Larix and Kura, that was it.”

“What’s going to happen next?”

“I think,” Kipchak said, his voice gaining confidence, “we did get pirated. Odds are this Protector’s after the ship and whatever’s in it. Although how the hell he’d find out about a Confederation troop movement … beyond me. Way beyond me.

“Fair cagey, though. Unmarked suits, nobody in uniform, probably their ship’s sterile, not a bad chance of getting away with it.”

“So what happens to us?” Garvin asked.

“We’re still gonna be in the army,” Kipchak said. “But it won’t be the Confederation’s. And it might be a real long time before we get back to anything resembling home, if it matters to you.”

“Wonderful,” Njangu said. “Just goddamned wonderful.”

Petr wasn’t listening, but making fast clicking noises with his tongue as he thought. “Nope,” he said. “Not for me, brother.”

“What’s not for me?” Garvin asked.

“I’m not serving any Protector,” he said firmly. “ ‘Specially not a renegade. When the Confederation comes down on this bastard, it’ll be the high jump for anybody and everybody wearing his colors.

“Nope, not for me,” he said once more.

“What can you do?” Njangu asked.

“Don’t worry about me. You fellows just keep your heads low and don’t take any promotions. They mostly don’t hang strikers in the rear rank. Sooner or later things’ll shake out, or you’ll get a chance to slide out from under. You’ll be all right.” Petr’s eyes weren’t on them, but on the two guards at the hatch.

“You’re taking off.”

“Better honk.”

“Can we come?” Garvin asked. “Damned if I want to become any sort of pirate.”

“Don’t be a prime idjiit,” Kipchak snapped. “You’d just …”

He stopped, looked at Garvin and Njangu critically.

“You serious?”

“Yeh.”

Njangu thought for a moment, then nodded. “I’ve already got one strike on me, don’t need another. I’ll go, if you’ll have us.”

“Well … I owe you, like I said. And being solo on a lifeboat can create problems, especially on a long jump, which I suspect we’ll be making if we get that far.

“ ’Kay. You can’t take anything with you. We’re gonna move backward, real slow. When the guards look at you, freeze. Don’t look back. And for gossakes don’t smile. Pretty soon they’ll come for the others, which is when we go down past the refresher in the confusion, undog the hatch at the far end of the bay, then follow me. Hopefully that passageway’s got air in it. We’re going for one of the E-craft — escape ships — which should be on the mid-deck. All these goddamned troopships are built pretty much the same. If we’re in luck, it’ll be supplied and fueled. Otherwise … so let’s go.”

Step … step … statue, I’m a statue, one of those bastards with the gun just glanced down the line, but not at me, not at me … step …

Half an eternity later, the blond officer, Celidon, came back.

“All right,” his amplified voice cracked. “Pick up your gear, and come toward me in single file. We’re going to search you, then move you all to a smaller compartment, to keep you from getting yourselves into trouble. If any of you have a weapon, drop it right now. Otherwise, you’ll be shot where you stand.

“First man!”

The recruits shuffled forward slowly.

Petr Kipchak slid down a side aisle. Behind him were Garvin and Njangu. Crablike, they scuttled away from the main bay entrance.

They passed the rumpled bunk Maev had taken Njangu to, and he had a moment of pain for what might’ve been but would never be.

Kipchak stopped at a small hatch, double-dogged. He pulled on one dog, and paint cracked, fell away.

“Goddamned shipyard assholes. If it don’t move, paint over it.” He put his full weight on it, and the dog swung clear. He pulled the other one almost free, moved the dog back and forth experimentally, nodded satisfaction. There was atmosphere on the other side.

He opened the hatch, and the three crept out, into the bowels of the starship.


CHAPTER
5

N-Space

Garvin heard their silent footsteps as smashing echoes through the empty passages. Kipchak took the lead, Njangu behind him. Both moved easily, Jaansma noted, used to stealth, while he sounded like a drunken mastodon.

Petr gestured … down this passage … through this hatch … and the two followed. Twice he waved them back, and they ducked into an open compartment and space-booted heels clashed past.

There was noise ahead, and Kipchak chanced creeping to the passage’s turning.

Voices came:

“Awright … stay in line, goddammit … look, I don’t have the friggin’ registry … I said keep it quiet!”

The sound of a blow, and a shout of pain.

Then Celidon’s voice:

“Silence! I’ll say this once only,” his voice boomed. “Stay in the lines we’ve put you in. When you come to the noncom at the head of the line, give him your name, last first, and wait for him to check you off.

“You’re now members of the armed forces of Larix and Kura, and you will learn we mollycoddle no one, and require utter obedience.

“Now, follow my orders!”

Petr nodded wisely, as if he could’ve given the speech himself, and waved them toward a red-lettered hatch.



EMERGENCY ACCESS TO UFECRAFT.

WARNING: OPENING THIS HATCH WILL SET OFF AN ALARM.

DO NOT OPEN EXCEPT IN EXTREME EMERGENCY AND UNDER

THE DIRECTION OF A SHIP’S OFFICER OR A SENIOR OFFICER

OF YOUR OWN SERVICE




Petr examined the hatch. Njangu was already looking at the dogs, then the hinges. He pointed to something Garvin couldn’t make out, then opened and closed his fingers like a mouth … or an alarm going on and off. He pulled the warning sign a bit away from the hatch, then bent a corner of the plas back and forth until it broke free.

Yoshitaro forced the plas into the back of one hinge, holding a tiny spring-loaded switch in place, held up his thumb with a grin, then crossed his fingers. Petr undogged the hatch. No alarm sounded. They went into a curving passage with smaller hatches at regular intervals, next to the outer skin of the ship. Garvin fancied he could feel the cold of space when he touched the bulkhead.

Petr pointed to one hatch. They opened it without setting off an alarm and entered a small airlock. Kipchak opened the inner hatch, and the three went “down” into a single large teardrop-shaped room, with two hatches to either side labeled REFRESHER. The room was padded from floor to ceiling, and bunks were strapped to the walls. At the “bottom” was a short ladder leading to a command station with three screens, a handful of sensors, a single strapped chair, and — in the center of the panel — a square button with a cover.

“Close the lock,” Kipchak ordered, and Jaansma obeyed. After he’d dogged the hatch, Petr checked the dogs, then secured the inner hatch.

“We’re not in the clear yet,” he said in a pointlessly low voice. “Sometimes these little bastards have a second alarm when the power’s activated or when you boot out into space.

“You two pull down a bunk apiece. I don’t know if we’ll be doing any grav-maneuvers, but there’s no point in getting bruised up unless we have to.”

Njangu and Garvin obeyed. Petr went to the command deck, strapped himself in.

“This boat is shit-simple,” he said. “See this big mother button? That’s power. When it goes on we’ll have our own grav, and the screens’ll give us real-time projections forward and aft, plus radar in the middle one. In N-space, all three’ll be standard nav-screens. I hope.

“I’m talking because I’m scared I’m going to set something off.” He clenched his teeth, lifted the cover off the large red switch, pushed it.

Gravity swung “down” from the nose of the teardrop to the deck of the boat, and the screens lit. Njangu felt a slight hum through the padding.

“We’re live,” Petr said. “Let’s see if we can just hit this thing … here … and … here we go.”

Garvin felt movement as a hatch slid open in the outer skin and the lifecraft’s davits moved it into space, let it float. He stared at the com deck’s screens, couldn’t make sense of the center one, but the other two showed the bulk of the Malvern. Hanging next to it was the sleek needle of a warship.

“Now the alarms go off,” Petr said, his fingers tapping keys. But nothing happened. “I don’t believe this,” he said. “I’ve not lived that clean a life … but here we go.”

He touched a button, then the main button, and the world jittered a little, and the screens showed the blur of N-space.

“One … two … three … four …” and Kipchak touched another sensor. This time the screens showed normal space, and again Petr hit the main button, and they jumped again.

“Two blind jumps,” he explained, “just to make sure they didn’t have sensors out. They ought to have a button here labeled PANICKED FLIGHT.”

They came back to real space. There was nothing around them, no stars, no worlds, no Malvern, no raiders.
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